






On Literary Cognitivism from the Perspective 
of Difference between Literature and Philosophy
Abstract
Contemporary discussions over the cognitive value of literature focus on analysing the way 
in which literature and philosophy come close in addressing a specific class of concerns: 
those distinctively related to the human position and human experience in the world. In 
light of some stylistic methodological differences between the two practices – clear and 
precise language of philosophy and philosophy’s focus on abstraction and objectivity vs. 
semantically dense language of literature accessory to conveying that which is emotional 
and subjective – it is often argued that the truth pertains to the domain of philosophy and 
deception to the domain of literature. I take that to be wrong and misrepresentative with 
respect to two things: philosophy’s capacity to foster understanding and literature’s overall 
cognitive value. To support my claim, I first show that philosophy’s traditional methods of 
addressing human concerns are insufficient for the task and I then move on to explaining 
how literature can be cognitively valuable and better equipped to shed light on some of 
these concerns. I end by refuting arguments which deny literature’s capacity to engage with 
philosophical problems.
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for	 tracking	 and	 understanding	 causal	 relations,	 and	 in	 various	 other	 ways	
assist	us	in	our	cognitive	and	emotional	endeavours	of	grasping	and	making	
sense	of	 the	world	at	 large,	and	our	place	and	experience	in	 it.	Champions	
of	 the	doctrine	view	 the	 cognitive	potential	 of	 literature	 as	 contributing	 to	
its	overall	 significance,	although	 they	 recognize	other	components	of	 liter-
ary	value.1	To	show	how	profound	this	cognitive	potential	is,	here	I	explore	
1
Some	 literary	 cognitivists	 include:	Noël	Car-
roll,	 “Literary	Realism,	Recognition,	 and	 the	
Communication	of	Knowledge”,	in:	John	Gib-
son,	Wolfgang	Huemer,	Luca	Pocci	 (eds.),	A 
Sense of the World: Essays on Fiction, Nar-
rative and Knowledge,	Routledge,	New	York	































is	not	best	 served	by	philosophers’	dedication	 to	 the	 abstract	nor	 is	 it	 eas-




ing	 the	 form	 it	 had	 previously	 imposed	 upon	 it.4	 Dedication	 to	 a	 rigorous	
method	 of	 conceptual	 analysis	 causes	 philosophers	 to	 bypass	 the	 concrete	






























wrong	 place.	 For	 all	 his	 criticism	 of	 abstract	 metaphysical	 research	 which	
ultimately	“reduces	the	philosopher	to	a	mere	peasant”,	for	all	of	his	skepti-
cism	about	“abstruse	philosophy”,	Hume	himself	fails	to	escape	the	trap	and	






the Weave of Life,	 Oxford	 University	 Press,	
Oxford	 2007,	 doi:	 https://doi.org/10.1093/
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erine	Elgin, Considered Judgment,	Princeton	
University	 Press,	New	 Jersey	 1996;	Cather-
ine	Elgin,	“Reorienting	Aesthetics,	Recover-









Philip	Kitcher,	Deaths in Venice, The Cases 
of Gustav Von Aschenbach, Columbia	 Uni-
versity	 Press,	 New	York	 2013,	 doi:	 https://
doi.org/10.7312/kitc16264;	 Alan	 Goldman,	




Jost	(eds.),	A Companion to the Philosophy of 
Literature,	Wiley-Blackwell,	New	York	2010,	
pp.	 241–267,	 doi:	https://doi.org/10.1002/97
81444315592.ch13;	 Cora	 Diamond,	 “Henry	
James,	 Moral	 Philosophers,	 Moralism”,	 in:	
G.	L.	Hagberg,	W.	Jost	(eds.),	A Companion 








I	 am	 not	 stating	 this	 is	 all	 that	 philosophy	
is	 doing.	 Given	 diversities	 among	 various	
philosophical	 enterprises,	 it	 is	 plausible	 to	
see	some	of	its	branches	as	closer	to	natural	
sciences.	 Sellars	 himself,	 strictly	 speaking,	
is	closer	 to	defending	one	such	alliance	(for	
Sellars’	view,	see	the	opening	chapters	of	his	
Willard	Sellars,	Empiricism and the Philoso-
phy of Mind, Routledge	&	Kegan	Paul	Ltd.,	






term	“humanistic”	 in	 this	paper	 is	 less	at	 the	
service	of	relating	philosophy	to	the	humani-
ties	 (though	 I	 strongly	 embrace	 such	 a	 rela-
tion)	and	more	at	the	service	of	emphasizing	
that	 aspect	 of	 philosophy	 and	 the	 questions	
it	 asks	 that	 has	 to	 do	 with	 the	 philosophical	
enquiry	 into	 humans,	 human	 experience	 and	
the	 human	 position	 in	 the	 world.	 Such	 en-
quries	are	most	evident	 in	moral	philosophy,	
where	 the	 concepts	under	discussion	 include	
right	and	wrong,	reason	and	emotions,	duties,	
freedom,	blame,	sin,	agency	and	the	like.	Giv-
en	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 philosophers	 concern	
themselves	with	these	questions,	they	are	con-
sidered	 as	 distinctly	 philosophical	 questions,	
and	 in	 light	 of	 philosophy’s	 aim	of	 reaching	
truth,	it	is	argued	that	philosophy	delivers	truth	
about	them.	My	concern	here	is	to	show	that	





(accessed	 on	May	31,	 2017),	 and	 with	 slight	
modifications,	 in	her	Existentialists and Mys-












riks	(ed.),	The Cambridge Companion to Ger-
man Idealism, Cambridge	 University	 Press,	
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Schiller’s	 criticism	 is	 powerful	 because	 it	 points	 to	 what	 is	 really	 at	 issue	
with	the	way	philosophers	address	human	concerns.	Take	their	accounts	of	




















in	 abandoning	 any	 attempt	 to	 balance	 reasons	 and	 surrendering	 oneself	 to	
the	force	of	 the	emotions.	 It	would	be	shallow	to	claim	that	Tolstoy	vindi-
cates	Hume	and	refutes	Descartes	–	compare	Karenin’s	detached	composure,	
neither	 plainly	 inferior	 nor	 plainly	 superior	 to	Anna’s	 impulsive	 decision.	
Because	Tolstoy’s	portrayal	goes	beyond	 the	 theoretical	 accounts	 and	cap-
tures	the	experiental	feel	of	these	episodes,	he	enables	us	to	acknowledge	his	
protagonists	and	their	psychological	lives	as	akin	to	our	own.	Philosophical	















metaphor,	different	 tools	 in	our	 toolbox	 that	 can	be	used	 for	philosophical	
investigation.9	This	is	neither	to	instrumentalize	literature	nor	to	neglect	its	
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Olsen	denies	literature’s	claims	to	knowledge	by	contrasting	it	with	what	he	
calls	 “informative	 types	 of	 discourse”,	 namely	 those	 that	 aim	 rationally	 to	
influence	one’s	beliefs	by	offering	true	propositions	about	the	world	and	are	
constrained	by	clearly	defined	criteria	of	what	is	right	and	what	is	wrong.	In	















ositional	 truths	 that	 can	 be	 found	 in	 literature	 (thus	 making	 it	 informative	
discourse	after	all,	even	if	the	intention	to	inform	does	not	necessarily	or	pri-
marily	figure	among	the	intentions	on	the	part	of	the	author),	what	literature	
is	most	capable	of	providing	concerns	 its	 indirect	 influences	on	our	mean-
ing-making	capacities	and	cognitive	and	emotional	processes	of	grasping	the	
complexities	 of	 our	 situatedness	 in	 the	 world,	 as	 indicated	 in	 the	 opening	
sentences	of	this	paper.	I	now	turn	to	providing	an	epistemological	grounding	
for	how	such	influences	are	possible.
2. How literature yields knowledge: 
  a lesson from contemporary epistemology
One	problem	with	anti-cognitivism	is	that	it	asks	us	to	ignore	the	cognitive	
benefits	 literature	 provides	 in	 order	 not	 to	 lose	 sight	 of	 its	 literary	 values.	
Many	have	attacked	this	demand,	but	not,	as	I	intend	here,	from	the	episte-
mological	point	of	view.12	When	we	 recognize	 that	 the	cognitive	demands	
put	in	front	of	us	are	far	more	complicated	than	acknowledged	by	most	anti-
cognitivists,	 it	becomes	 less	problematic	 to	 see	how	 literature	 serves	 these	
demands.
First	 of	 all,	 our	 cognitive	 endeavors	 cannot	 be	 captured	 by	 the	 opposition	
between	 knowing	 and	 not	 knowing.	 Various	 activities	 figure	 in	 the	 route	
7









Ludwig	 Wittgensten,	 Philosophical Investi-
gations,	Wiley-Blackwell,	New	York	2009.
10
Stein	Haugom	Olsen,	The Structure of Liter-
ary Understanding,	 Cambridge	 University	
Press,	Cambridge	1978.
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Philosophy and the Novel.
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propositions	 one	 knows,	 making	 the	 relevant	 connections	 between	 experi-
ences	and	situations.	The	person	who	understands	deploys	a	wider	framework	
to	 make	 the	 experience	 of	 a	 world,	 of	 himself	 and	 others,	 more	 coherent.	
Above	I	claimed	that	this	kind	of	insight	can	be	gained	from	literature.	Now	
I	will	show	how	literature’s	cognitive	benefits	can	be	accommodated	within	






























acquired	 through	various	experiences	 (including	 literary	ones)	which	might	
highlight	some	aspects	of	the	work	that	were	not	previously	salient.	They	at-
tend	to	passages	they	had	not	reflected	on	in	the	previous	readings.	Think	of	





















There	 are	 of	 course	 instances	 of	 knowledge	
that,	skepticism	aside,	require	a	minimum	en-
gagement	on	the	part	of	the	cognizer,	such	as	
knowledge	 that	 there	 is	 a	 computer	 in	 front	














erature	 lacked	 the	 power	 to	 educate.	 For	 an	
analysis	 of	 Plato’s	 views	 on	 art,	 see:	 Nives	
Delija	Trešćec,	Platonova kritika umjetnosti 






Think	 also	 of	 such	 poems	 as	 John	 Donne’s	
If poisonous minerals	or	Batter My Heart	or	
Gerard	 Manley	 Hopkins’	 Thou Art Indeed 
Just, Lord or The Windhover.
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
64	(2/2017)	pp.	(371–386)












































































































Mystery	 novels	 and	 pornographic	 literature	







chological	 portrayals	 of	 characters.	 Because	
of	that,	while	the	novels	might	be	interesting	
from	the	point	of	 the	stories	presented,	 they	
are	not	 reliable	 for	what	 they	 say	 about	hu-
man	beings	and	their	behavior.	The	fact	that	
we	 can	 make	 such	 judgments	 with	 respect	
to	 the	 reliability	 of	 different	 literary	 works	








in	 discourses	 Olsen	 considers	 informative,	 yet	 exhibit	 traces	 of	 manipula-
tion	and	rely	on	or	include	emotional,	rather	than,	strictly	speaking,	rational	
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to	 individual	perspectives	and	 its	 focus	on	concrete	 situations,	 experiences	
and	attitudes	(as	represented	by	the	characters	and	exhibited	in	the	storyline),	
is	better	equipped	to	address	those	issues	that	remain	under	radar	of	abstract	














claims,	 and	 its	 role	 is	 primarily	 to	 clarify	 things,	 while	 literature	 is	 dense	
and	ambiguous,	full	of	hidden	meanings	and	mystification,	aiming	to	enter-
tain.	 Philosophy	 is	 about	 reasons,	 analysis	 and	 constant	 revisions	 of	 one’s	
solutions	to	the	problems	originally	identified	by	Plato.	On	the	other	hand,	
literature	 as	 an	 art	 form	 is	primarily	 a	 storytelling	activity,	 and	as	 such,	 is	
20
Amy	 Mullin	 has	 argued	 that	 art	 is	 less	 sub-




expert	 knowers	 is	 neither	 itself	 diverse	 not	
open	 to	 criticism	 from	 without”.	 See:	 Amy	
Mullin,	 “Art,	 Understanding,	 and	 Political	
Change”,	Hypatia	15	(3/2009),	pp.	113–139.	
doi:	https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.2000.
tb00333.x.	 See:	 Heather	 Douglas,	 Science, 









Elizabeth	 Fricker,	 “Testimony	 and	 Epis-
temic	Autonomy”,	in:	Jenifer	Lackey,	Ernest	
Sosa	 (eds.),	The Epistemology of Testimony,	
Oxford	 University	 Press,	 Oxford	 2006,	 pp.	
225–250,	 doi:	 https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:
oso/9780199276011.003.0011;	 Robert	 Audi,	
“Testimony,	 Credulity,	 and	 Veracity”,	 in:	 J.	
Lackey,	 E.	 Sosa	 (eds.),	 The Epistemology 
of Testimony,	 pp.	 25–49,	 doi:	 https://doi.
org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199276011.00
3.0002.	For	an	analogy	between	literary	fic-









features	 of	 the	 genre	 and	 literary	 norms.	 A	
reader	 who,	 upon	 reading	 a	 science	 fiction	
novel	 concludes	 that	 one	 can	 change	 one’s	
appearance	 at	 one’s	 volition,	 has	 radically	




































































































For	 a	 more	 developed	 discussion	 of	 these	
arguments,	 see:	 Iris	 Vidmar,	 “Challenges	 of	
Philosphical	 Art”,	 Proceedings of the Eu-
ropean Society for Aesthetics	 8	 (2016),	 pp.	
545–569.
24








The Cambridge Companion to German Ideal-
ism, pp.	117–139,	doi:	https://doi.org/10.1017/
ccol0521651786.007.	 Larmore	 agues	 that	







a	 philosophically-ladden	 work.	 This	 option	
raises	 a	 set	 of	 issues	 in	 its	 own	 right,	 but	 I	
cannot	debate	it	here.
27










in	 Atomised:	 “Individuality,	 and	 the	 sense	












and	 justifies	 the	use	of	concepts,	 raises	 further	worries	 for	his	 theory,	as	 it	
is	hard	 to	understand	how	such	a	monolithic	 tradition	could	operate	 in	 the	
isolated	way	he	invokes.	On	the	one	hand,	plenty	of	authors	resist	easy	clas-
sificiation	–	 think	of	Sartre,	Camus	or	Stanislaw	Lem.	On	 the	other	 hand,	
understanding	 literary	works	would	be	 impossible	 if	 literary	 tradition	were	
somehow	creating	its	own	domain	of	knowledge,	divorced	from	other	intel-
lectual	domains.	To	appreciate	 a	poem	such	as	Design,	 reader	needs	 some	
familiarity	with	Darwinism	and	Creationism,	with	the	notion	of	freedom	and	






















My	 brief	 and	 sketchy	 criticism	 of	 the	 strictly	 rigid	 styles	 of	 philosophical	




and	 clear	 philosophical	 language	 is	 not	 in	 itself	 resistant	 to	 confusion	 and	
misunderstanding,	even	falsity.	The	myriard	of	interpretations	of	one	and	the	





































O književnome kognitivizmu iz 
perspektive razlike između filozofije i književnosti
Sažetak
Suvremene rasprave o kognitivnoj vrijednosti književnosti usredotočene su na analizu sličnosti 
pristupa književnosti i filozofije kada je riječ o specifičnoj domeni pitanja: onih koja se na jedin-
stveni način odnose na položaj čovjeka i njegovo iskustvo u svijetu. S obzirom na neke stilističke 
i metodološke razlike između ovih dviju praksi – jezik filozofije jasan je i precizan, a filozofija je 
usredotočena na apstraktnost i objektivnost; tomu nasuprot, književni je jezik semantički gust, 
posvećen tomu da prenese ono emocionalno i subjektivno – često se tvrdi da istina spada u 
domenu filozofije, a obmana u domenu književnosti. Smatram da je takav stav pogrešan i da na 
pogrešan način ocrtava kako sposobnost filozofije da doprinese razumijevanju tako i kognitivnu 
vrijednost književnosti općenito. Kako bih potkrijepila svoju tezu, najprije pokazujem da su me-
tode koje filozofija tradicionalno koristi kada nastoji objasniti ljudsko iskustvo neadekvatne za 
taj zadatak. U središnjem dijelu okrećem se književnosti; pokazujem u čemu se temelji njezina 
kognitivna vrijednost i na tim temeljima tumačim prednost koju ima nad filozofijom kod tuma-
regulated	by	a	social	contract.	A	pact	which	
exceeds	 the	natural	 rights	of	 the	co-contrac-
tors,	or	which	does	not	correspond	to	a	clear	




otherwise	 it	would	not	be	possible	 for	 these	
concepts	to	contribute	to	the	themes	he	devel-




See	 Richard	 Gaskin,	 Language, Truth and 
Literature,	A Defense of Literary Humanism,	
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čenja aspekata ljudskoga iskustva. U završnom dijelu pokazujem u čemu griješe oni koji tvrde 




Über den literarischen Kognitivismus aus der Perspektive 
der Differenz zwischen Philosophie und Literatur
Zusammenfassung
Zeitgenössische Diskussionen über den kognitiven Wert von Literatur zentrieren sich um die 
Analyse der Ähnlichkeit der Herangehensweisen von Literatur und Philosophie, wenn es um 
eine spezifische Domäne von Fragen geht: jenen nämlich, die in einzigartiger Weise mit der 
Position des Menschen und seiner Erfahrung in der Welt zusammenhängen. Angesichts einiger 
stilistischer und methodischer Unterschiede zwischen diesen beiden Praktiken – die Sprache 
der Philosophie ist klar und präzise und Philosophie ist auf Abstraktheit und Objektivität kon-
zentriert; demgegenüber ist die literarische Sprache semantisch dicht und der Übertragung von 
Emotionalem und Subjektivem gewidmet – wird oft behauptet, die Wahrheit gehöre zur Domäne 
der Philosophie und die Täuschung zur Domäne der Literatur. Ich finde, eine solche Haltung 
sei falsch und umreiße inkorrekt sowohl die Fähigkeit der Philosophie, dem Verständnis einen 
Beitrag zu leisten, als auch den kognitiven Wert der Literatur im Allgemeinen. Um meine These 
zu untermauern, demonstriere ich zunächst, dass die Methoden, die Philosophie traditionell 
verwendet, wenn sie die menschliche Erfahrung zu erklären sucht, für diese Aufgabe inadäquat 
sind. Im zentralen Teil wende ich mich der Literatur zu; ich zeige auf, worauf deren kognitiver 
Wert beruht, und deute auf diesen Grundlagen ihren Vorteil gegenüber der Philosophie bei der 
Auslegung der Aspekte der menschlichen Erfahrung. Im Schlussteil zeige ich, worin diejenigen 





Sur le cognitivisme littéraire à partir d’une 
perspective de la différence entre la philosophie et la littérature
Résumé
Les débats contemporains sur la valeur cognitive de la littéraire se concentrent sur l’analyse 
de la ressemblance des approches en littérature et en philosophie lorsqu’il est question d’un 
domaine spécifique d’interrogations : celui qui se rapporte de manière spécifique à la situation 
et à l’expérience de l’homme dans le monde. Au vue de certaines différences d’ordre stylistique 
et méthodologique de ces deux pratiques – le langage de la philosophie est clair et précis, la 
philosophie étant centrée sur l’abstraction et l’objectivité ; au contraire, le langage littéraire 
comporte une densité sémantique, il s’attache à transmettre l’émotionnel et le subjectif – il 
n’est pas rare d’affirmer que la vérité appartient au domaine de la philosophie, et l’illusion 
au domaine de la littérature. J’estime qu’une telle approche est inexacte et qu’elle représente 
faussement autant la capacité de la philosophie à contribuer à la compréhension que la valeur 
cognitive de la littérature de manière générale. Afin d’étayer ma thèse, je montre premièrement 
que les méthodes dont la philosophie se sert traditionnellement pour expliquer l’expérience 
humaine sont inadéquates pour cette tâche. Dans la partie centrale, je me penche sur la littéra-
ture ; je montre quel est le fondement de sa valeur cognitive, et j’interprète, sur la base de ces 
fondements, sa supériorité face à la philosophie en ce qui concerne l’interprétation des divers 
aspects de l’expérience humaine. Dans la partie finale, je montre quelles sont les erreurs de 
ceux qui affirment que la littérature ne peut pas traiter des problèmes philosophiques.
Mots-clés
philosophie,	expérience	humaine,	cognitivisme	littéraire,	anti-cognitivisme,	littérature,	compréhension
